
11. Backslidden People (4Q 2019—Ezra and Nehemiah) 

 

Biblical Material: Neh. 13:1–9; Deut. 23:3–6; Neh. 13:10–14; Num. 18:21–24; Neh. 13:15–22; 

John 5:5–16. 

 

Quotes 

• Remember that if you are a child of God, you will never be happy in sin. You are spoiled 

for the world, the flesh, and the devil. When you were regenerated there was put into you 

a vital principle, which can never be content to dwell in the dead world. You will have to 

come back, if indeed you belong to the family. Charles Spurgeon 

• There is only one way to be revived and healed from our backslidings so that we may 

become fruitful even in old age. We must take a steady look at the glory of Christ in His 

special character, in His grace and work, as shown to us in the Scripture. John Owen 

• The Christian life is never static. One must either grow in grace, or there will be 

backsliding and deterioration. Henry Allen Ironside  

• Taking it easy is often the prelude to backsliding. Comfort precedes collapse. Vance 

Havner  

• The best way to avoid going downhill is to stay off the slope. Woodrow Kroll 

 

Questions 

 What do we learn from this study about the fundamental problems involved in enforcing 

religious observance? At what times should we be pulling out peoples’ hair? But when we see 

clear issues of non-compliance, shouldn’t we act? How are we to deal with sins in the church? 

How do we apply the lessons from this study in our own lives? 

 

Bible Summary 

 Neh. 13:1–9 deals with the problem of Ammonites and Moabites being allowed access to 

the Israelite assembly for worship. They were to be barred because they hadn’t helped the 

Israelites on their way to the Promised Land—in fact they had tried to oppose them. The 

specifics are given in Deut. 23:3–6. Neh. 13:10–14 records the re-establishment of the system for 

Levitical support as recorded in Num. 18:21–24. The fact that just because Nehemiah was absent 

the system fell apart says much about the spiritual state of the people.  Neh. 13:15–22 reveals the 

widespread Sabbath-breaking that Nehemiah had to contend with. The true attitude to the 

Sabbath is revealed by Jesus in the story of the healing of the man at the Pool of Bethesda (John 

5:5–16). 

 

Comment 

 Nehemiah 13 is a shocking revelation of what was happening so soon after the return 

from exile. It’s almost as if the people had learned nothing from their experience of being taken 

captive and being forced to work for a pagan people. They had made a number of promises as 

recorded by Ezra and Nehemiah, but here they were going back to their old ways. No wonder 

Nehemiah resorted to pulling out their hair (Neh. 13:25), while Ezra pulled out his own hair 

(Ezra 9:3)! 

 Backsliding, going back to a former bad way of life, is a challenge we all have to face. As 

we look at how soon the returned Israelites went back to former bad practices we should realize 

this is nothing new. They had forgotten God’s laws and instructions, which is why they had to 



have them read to them again. They needed the reminder to separate themselves from the 

seductive heathen practices that had led them so far away from the true God, which necessitated 

some degree of exclusion of those such as the Ammonites and Moabites.  

It’s also significant that once Nehemiah is out of the picture, the people stop bringing 

their tithes, which means the Levites have to farm in order to survive, and the Temple services 

are abandoned. We see how self-serving acts are compounded until the whole system of religious 

observance is compromised. Nehemiah had to come back and re-establish it all over again, and 

due to the force of his personality and his position he gets it done. But it should not have been 

necessary, and shows that the people were only complying because they felt they had to. 

We see this element of compulsion in the story of Sabbath-breaking. Nehemiah’s 

response to what he saw was not just giving reprimands to those involved, but making sure that 

such Sabbath trading couldn’t happen by shutting the city gates from Friday sunset to Sabbath 

sunset, and placing guards there. He pointed to Sabbath-breaking as one of the reasons for their 

recent disaster, which was certainly a valid argument. But he didn’t leave it there—he did all he 

could to enforce the requirement. When some still came and camped outside the gates on 

Sabbath he threatened to have them arrested! So instead of a Sunday law, we have a Sabbath law 

where no man could buy or sell… Amen? 

What we take away from this lesson is how stubborn we all are, how reluctant to make 

fundamental changes in our lives, how hard we find it to come and follow God’s ways of truth 

and right which are given for our own good. Beyond the concept of backsliding because we are 

not keeping the rules, we need to come to the point of agreeing with God that good is good, that 

bad is bad, and that we would never choose to live any other way than what we know is truly in 

our best interest.  

 

Ellen White Comments 

 There are times when apostasy comes into the ranks, when piety is left out of the heart by 

those who should have kept step with their divine Leader. The people of God separate from the 

source of their strength, and pride, vanity, extravagance, and display follow. There are idols 

within and idols without; but God sends the Comforter as a reprover of sin, that his people may 

be warned of their apostasy and rebuked for their backsliding. When the more precious 

manifestations of his love shall be gratefully acknowledged and appreciated, the Lord will pour 

in the balm of comfort and the oil of joy. When men are led to realize that their human 

calculations come far short, and are convinced that their wisdom is but foolishness, then it is that 

they turn to the Lord to seek him with all the heart, that they may find him.  {CE 95.2}   

 When one is enabled to catch a glimpse of the character of God, he sees not in Him the 

heartless, vindictive spirit manifested by human agents; he sees that affliction and trial are God’s 

appointed means of disciplining His children, and teaching them His way, that they may lay hold 

of His grace. “Who is among you that feareth the Lord, that obeyeth the voice of His servant, 

that walketh in darkness, and hath no light? let him trust in the name of the Lord, and stay upon 

his God.” As the poor backsliding one is led to the river of God’s love, he exclaims, When He 

hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold purified. The suffering soul is made patient, trustful, 

triumphant in God under adverse circumstances.  {TM 354.2}   

 The efforts of Nehemiah to restore the worship of the true God had been crowned with 

success… There is encouragement, too, in the record of God’s willingness to receive his 

backsliding but repentant people. {ST, January 10, 1884 par. 20} 
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